Implications of Unhistorical Gender Congruence in Early Middle English for the Grammatical Category of Gender by 新川 清治
~A ER9 )~ 
Implications of Unhistorical Gender Congruence 
in Early Middle English 
for the Grammatical Category of Gender 
SHlNKAWA Seiji 
Introduction 
The loss of grammatical gender is generally considered to be the 
result of the decay of inflections.~ As Albert C. Baugh puts it, " [t]he 
weakening of inflections and the confusion and loss of the old gender 
proceeded in a remarkably parallel course" and " [i]n the north, where 
inflections weakened earliest grammatical gender disappeared first " 
while " [i]n the south it lingered longer because there the decay of 
inflections was slower." ' There was, however, no total loss of gender-
distinctive forms; the English language today still retains two of the 
inflectional forms of the Old English demonstrative se, viz. indeclinable 
the and the originally neuter that, which could have preserved at least 
the distinction between the non-neuter and the neuter to this day. It is 
obvious that the explanation does not give a full account of the process 
of the loss of grammatical gender since, for one thing, it fails to explain 
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why that lost its gender-distinctive force of indicating the neuter gender. 
It can therefore be suggested that the loss of inflections was not solely 
responsible for the loss of gender. 
The explanation of the defect in the theory can be sought in the 
study of deviations from historical gender congruence, which began to 
appear in numbers in Late Old English and Early Middle English, for 
the non gender-sensitive use of that presupposes a functional change of 
the gender-distinctive forms of the demonstrative. Traditionally such 
deviations are interpreted either as triumphs of sex over gender or 
simply as a change of gender in the nouns involved, either motivated by 
"Rennassozration" (mfluence of rhyme) , "Begriffs-assoziation" (influence 
of meaning) , or the genders of foreign synonyms, among others.3 
Charles Jones, however, effectively rejects these ideas and provides 
a new set of explanations, which is a landmark in the study of 
unhistorical gender congruence: 
In the first place, certain phonetically " distinct " morphological 
accretions on items like definite articles and " strong " adjectives 
were used to express the case relationship in the proposition of the 
head noun with which they were in construction. Secondly, other 
nominal attributive shapes - notably <h~t > - were utilized to 
indicate the extent of shared speaker/hearer knowledge between 
individual nouns in their discourse context.4 
His theory is indeed valid, but he tends to go too far and confuse the 
picture by rejecting gender change altogether. Note his following 
remarks (bold face added) : 
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Lying behind the se~/gender correlation "explanation" for attributive 
word morphological innovation in our period is that theoretical 
stance which we shall persistently challenge in this monograph. 
Mis-congruence is viewed as prima facie evidence for the 
reclasslfication of nominal lexical items under dtfferent gender class 
groupings: GENDER CI~VIGE ~enuswechsel) . . . . (Grammatical 
Gender, p.11) 
But although we shall attempt to show that something like this did 
indeed occur, the picture is nevertheless a very complex one and 
some of the data we shall examine will tend to support a model of 
genuswechsel or lexical gender re-assigument which we have thus 
far been at considerable pains to disparage. (ibid., p.200) 
Change of gender in nouns is not a phenomenon confined only to 
Late Old English and Early Middle English. Von Fleischhacker, for 
example, Iists a considerable number of Old English nouns having more 
than one gender. 5 These multiple-gender nouns reveal some built-in 
weakness in the system of distinguishing gender. While, in principle, 24 
noun categories should be distinguished (four cases X two numbers X 
three genders) , there are only eight nominal endings available for the 
distinction, including zero ending with or without mutated stem vowels. 
There is no one-to-one relationship between the endings and the 
categories; in many cases they overlap. Such ambiguity can trigger 
confilsion, errors and operation of analogy. It is therefore natural to 
assume some occasional instances of gender reclassification in nouns.6 
It could be considered a mistake on the part of traditional scholars 
to ascribe to gender change theory too readily, but it is equally wrong 
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not to accept it at all. While unhistorical gender forms found only in 
specific circumstances might represent some innovative function of the 
forms in question, those found with a certain noun consistently in all 
circumstances could be interpreted as a result of gender change. Such 
instances of gender change, though it may cause some confusion, do not 
pose any real threat to the system of gender as a whole, especially 
when the change is complete. It is as if the change had never 
happened in the first place as long as the nouns involved are in 
consistent agreement with the new gender. So instances of gender 
change need to be recognized but kept apart from other sources of 
deviations as clearly as possible. 
For this paper a late stage of the development of grammatical 
gender as it moves toward its ultimate loss will be examined through an 
analysis of unhistorical gender congruence in the noun phrase in Early 
Middle English. No attempt is made to explain individual instances of 
gender change as they are irrelevant to this discussion. The primary 
concern here will be on the impact those deviations had on the later 
development of the grammatical category of gender. This study limits 
its scope to a discussion of attributive morphology in the noun phrase 
and no mention is made to the use of anaphoric pronouns, which 
requires a different analysis. 
1. Text 
The text examined for this discussion is a metrical chronicle known 
as La3amon's Brut, 7 which was written in a dialect of the Central West 
Midlands. It survives in two manuscripts, Cotton Caligula A. ix and 
Cotton Otho C. xiii (henceforth Cal. and Otho respectively) , both of 
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which seem to have been written in the second half of the thirteenth 
century, though the former was once thought to have been written half 
a century earlier than the latter.8 
Cal. appears to be closer to the original with the language more 
archaic than that of Otho, which shortened and modernized La5amon's 
narrative. Although the Brut is based primarily upon Wace's Anglo-
Norman Roman de Brut, which itself is an adaptation of Geoffrey of 
Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae, it can be regarded as an original 
composition, with French influence upon the language being almost 
negligible. This is in view of the fact that it is twice the length of 
Wace's chronicle and that La3amon apparently tried to write in an 
ancient form of English, preferring Anglo-Saxon words to those of 
French origin and occasionally even coining quasi-Anglo-Saxon poetic 
compounds (cf. A Manual of the Writings, pp.2613-17) . 
Thus La5amon's Brut, surviving in two manuscript versions, one 
deliberately archaic and the other modernized, is ideal material for the 
diachronic study of Early Middle English. 
2 . Innovative Attributive Morphology as a Case Marker 
A detailed examination of various gender-distinctive forms of the 
demonstratives and the adjectives in the first 8020 Iines of both 
versions of La3arnon's ~rut shows that historical gender congruence is 
generally well preserved in Early Middle English (see appendix for the 
distribution of forms) . There are, however, occasional deviations. Apart 
from those which apparently resulted irom gender change or confusion, 
some, which will be discussed in the section that follows, are found 
indeclinably in all case contexts without any regard to gender, while 
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others are found in specific case contexts again irrespective of gender 
considerations. The latter type can be subdivided into the following 
categories: 
(1) -es found with feminines in genitive singular contexts 
(2) -Vn found with feminines in dative singular contexts (V=voweD 
(3) -ne found with non-masculines in accusative singular contexts 
(4) -re found with non-ferninines in dative singular contexts (only in 
Otho) 
An explanation of the unhistorical employment of -es, -Vn and -ne is 
not difficult, if we do not lose sight of the fact that "gender-distinctive" 
forms are at the same time case- and number-distinctive and that 
gender, therefore, is not the only factor that might trigger unhistorical 
congruence. The form -es, which only distinguishes the masculine or 
neuter from the feminine, is a positive genitive case and singular 
number marker; demonstrative forms with -Vn function as a positive 
dative case marker, while they distinguish number only when used with 
feminines and mark the masculine or neuter gender ambiguously in 
singular contexts; and -ne is an unambiguous marker of the accusative 
case and the singular number as well as of the masculine gender. 
These forms, being respectively the only unambiguous genitive, dative 
and accusative case markers, seem to have been utilized analogically as 
such without regard to gender. 
We have parallel instances of such re-utilization of a specific 
inflectional form in nominal morphology, with which Modern English 
speakers are more familiar. As examples, 's, which used to be found 
only with some non-feminines in genitive singular contexts, is now used 
as the possessive ending and - (e)s, originally just one of several plural 
endings found exclusively with some masculines in nominative/accusative 
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contexts, has become the regular plural marker. 
It must be noted here that these innovations still had quite a long 
way to go to replacing the old system of gender, which clearly remained 
the norm even in the later text. In fact, considering the continued 
strong awareness of gender and the short time left till the complete 
10ss of distinctive attributive forms, it is doubtful that the replacement 
ever took place in any consistent manner. The employment of these 
unhistorical forms would essentially be considered a " mistake " of 
applying a rule beyond its legitimate limit, which could also be called 
"analogical extension." Mistakes of this kind, however, while they are 
often disregarded as such, can at times lead to a further systematic 
change, as the examples of the nominal endings, 's and - (e) s , having 
,, become the " regular ending of the possessive and the plural 
respectively, most dramatically show. Although those deviations 
discussed above did not bring about such a dramatic change, they were 
more than enough to cause confusion, undermining the system of 
grammatical gender. 
As for -re, it does not seem to represent any innovative function as 
Jones argues that it does.9 It played no important role in the later 
development of the grammatical category of gender, as it was one of the 
first endings to fall out of use. 
The class of gender most affected by such innovations as are 
discussed above is the feminine. It came to be indicated less frequently 
and markedly, owing to the spread of indeclinable and leveled forms, 
and sometimes even incorrectly by -es , -Vn and -ne . In fact, there are 
only 103 occurrences of -re dative forms in Otho, as opposed to 390 in 
Cal.; and 50.4% (60/119) of all occurrences of the demonstrative se in 
construction with historical feminines in dative singular contexts with or 
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without prepositions fail to indicate the feminine gender, with 26 9~~ 
(32/119) among them further mdicatmg the "wrong" one. Thus the 
feminine seems to have been the first to be weakened as a gender 
class, formally tending to be merged with the masculine rather than the 
neuter, which could be clearly distinguished by p Vt. 
Even when this led to actual reclassification of some feminines to 
the masculine gender, it is misleading to call it "masculinization, " as it 
was case rather than gender that was the primary cause of this. It was 
only after -es, -Vn and -ne as pure case markers broke the barrier of 
gender that such false recognition of gender could come into play. 
The same tendency to merge the masculine and the feminine is 
also seen in the development of indeclinable forms. While pVt clearly 
marks the neuter gender, pV indicates either the masculine or the 
feminine and does not distinguish one irom the other. Thus there 
seems to have been a tendency for the system of gender to shift from 
a tripartite to a bipartite one of distinguishing only the neuter and the 
non-neuter. 
3. The Differentiation of p V and p Vt 
The above mentioned innovations were short-1ived, as they utilized 
the same devices as were used for distinguishing gender, i.e. distinctive 
attributive forms of demonstratives and adjectives, which were falling out 
of use in favor of reduced or ever spreading indeclinable forms. There 
was a development of three such indeclinable forms, pV, pVt and pVs, 
which formally correspond to Modern English the, that and this 
respectively. In terms of gender, the first two are of particular 
im portance. 
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Old English se did not distinguish between emphatic and unernphatic 
uses except by stress, about which we have virtually no information 
today; accordingly almost all instances of dependent se can be rendered 
as the or that. The subsequent history of the English language shows, 
however, that that, which used to be just one of many inflectional forms 
of Old English se, has come to represent all forms of the demonstrative 
as a demonstrative, while the, the reduced and flectionless form, has 
established itself as a definite article, though even today their functions 
overla p. 
The most probable explanation for this differentiation is that as the 
demonstrative weakened its demonstrative force with the reduction of its 
forms to unmarked pV, formally distinct pVt came to be utilized as its 
emphatic alternative just like pe ilce (the same) . The choice of pVt for 
this purpose seems to be indicated by its independent use as what 
Mitchell (p 130) terms "the OE equivalent of the MnE parenthetic and 
explanatory 'that is' ," where pVt is used irrespective of the gender (or 
number) of the precedent or the complement. The same insensitivity 
to gender could easily be extended to the uses of dependent se, 
especially after gender marking had become less clear. 
A detailed analysis of the instances of unhistorical pVt does not 
prove or disprove the theory presented above, simply because it is 
impossibile to distinguish between its empathic and unemphatic uses. 
The spread of indeclinable and non gender-sensitive uses of the and that 
along with a development of pVs, however, provided the necessary 
components of the present system of defining words, the, that and this . 
When the differentiation was complete, with pV and pVt becoming a 
definite article and a pure demonstrative respectively and losing their 
gender-distinctive force, the old system of gender could no longer be 
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maintained and grammatical gender was lost. 
It is misleading to call the development of that "neutralization." It 
should rather be called " de neutralization, " as it is a process of the 
neuter form losing its gender-distinctive force and taking on a new 
function of serving as a pure demonstrative. It is paradoxical that the 
spread of the only gender-distinctive form of the demonstrative se that 
survived the leveling of inflections marks the death of the grammatical 
category of gender. 
Conclusion 
The demise of grammatical gender was a complicated process 
consisting of the leveling and loss of inflections and the re-interpretation 
and re-utilization of certain inflectional forms of attributives to emphasize 
one particular aspect of their historical function in favor of the others. 
Some innovations, depending on the same devices as were used for 
distinguishing gender, were lost together with gender, but others, 
utilizing tripartite indeclinable forms, survived. It is true that the loss 
of inflections shook the very existence of the grammatical category of 
gender, but it is the development of a new system of defining words, 
the, that and this, that dealt a final and fatal blow to the traditional 
system of gender. 
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Appendix: The Distribution of Demonstrative and Adjective Forms 
The following table shows the occurrence of gender-distinctive forms 
of the demonstratives and the adjectives mapped against the historical 
gender of the nouns with which they are explicitly in construction 
(those forms found inexplicitly with their head nouns or with nouns 
whose gender is not clear are not included) . Those forms found post-
prepositionally are discussed separately, as it is sometimes impossible to 
determine the case in which they stand. Emendations regarding the 
attributive forms and their head nouns are ignored. The data are from 
the first 8020 Iines of Cal. and the corresponding part of Otho. 
1 . The Demonstrative se 
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2. The Demonstrative p es 
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The Possessives and Adjectives 
Discussed here are only the strong forms, 
The form -en is not included, as it does 
Old English strong dative singular form -um 
whic  are -es , - e and 
ot distinguish between 
and the weak form -an. 
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